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  There was something new on the front deck of the houseboat. Standing tall amid the dead plants, rotting timber and scattered tools, she rose like a glittering beacon over the

  winter-grey waters of the Prinsengracht: a life-size silver plastic ballerina twirling on slender legs, twinkling coloured lights and tinsel round her neck.




  Pieter Vos’s little terrier Sam sat at the statue’s feet wondering whether to growl or lick the thing. He had a string of multicoloured tinsel wound through his collar over the

  tight, tough fur. And didn’t much like it.




  The third Sunday of November. Christmas was around the corner, and Sinterklaas was on his way. He’d already finished the long journey from Spain and boarded his ceremonial barge up the

  Amstel river. It was two fifteen.




  Vos, as a duty brigadier for the second shift of the day, would have familiar company for this welcome interlude in the calendar of the Amsterdam police. Two of his plain-clothes officers of

  different sometimes conflicting generations. Dirk Van der Berg, the easy-going, beer-loving detective, a Marnixstraat fixture in his mid-forties, was patting the little dog, cooing affectionate

  words. Laura Bakker, just turned twenty-five, a recent newcomer from Friesland, stood in a heavy winter coat, long red hair falling round her shoulders, glaring at the object in the bows. Vos

  glanced at his own clothes: the usual navy donkey jacket, fading jeans, ageing trainers. He’d meant to have his hair cut during the week but went to see a Danish movie instead. So the curly

  dark locks still hung loose over his collar and got him a filthy look from Frank de Groot, the station commissaris, from time to time.




  It was seven months now since a curious murder case centred round a museum doll’s house had dragged him out of a dreary, lost existence in his houseboat, back into the Amsterdam police.

  Some things had changed since then. A few hadn’t.




  ‘What in God’s name’s that?’ Bakker asked.




  ‘I like it!’ Van der Berg declared before the argument could begin. ‘Whatever it is . . .’




  Bakker clumped down the gangplank in her heavy boots, pulled a white envelope out of the postbox without asking, then thrust the letter at Vos. It bore the stamp of the city council.




  ‘I bet this is another warning about the state of this thing. They’ll fine you if you don’t fix it up properly.’




  ‘I am fixing it up . . .’




  She looked at the blackened, broken cabin, the windows held together by tape and shook her head.




  ‘They were throwing her out from one of the shops round the corner,’ Vos added, pointing at the ballerina. ‘I thought she sort of fitted.’




  ‘She does,’ Van der Berg declared. He glanced hopefully across the road at the Drie Vaten cafe on the corner of Elandsgracht. Vos’s local was the neighbourhood brown bar, black

  brick exterior, bare plank floor, rickety seats, open most of the day and busy already. The place the neighbourhood gravitated to when it needed good beer, a snack, a coffee and some idle

  conversation. A second home for plenty of locals, among them thirsty police officers from their Marnixstraat headquarters at the top of Elandsgracht. ‘Is there time for . . . ?’




  ‘We’re on duty!’ Bakker said, throwing up her long arms in despair.




  Van der Berg was a heavyset man with a friendly, somewhat battered face. He looked offended.




  ‘We don’t go on duty for another fifteen minutes. I was about to say . . . is there time for a coffee?’




  ‘Not really,’ Vos said with a shake of his head.




  A busy but agreeable day ahead. Sinterklaas, a beaming, friendly saint with a white beard, was set to mark his arrival in Amsterdam with a parade so celebrated it would be watched live on

  television throughout the Netherlands. Today the crowds would run into three hundred thousand or more, and the police presence would top four figures. The city centre was closed to all traffic as a

  golden barge bore Sinterklaas down the Amstel river, surrounded by a throng of private boats full of families trying to get close. Then he’d transfer to a white stallion for a procession

  through the city, ending at Leidseplein. There, welcomed by the mayor, he’d address the massed crowds from the balcony of the municipal theatre. Zwarte Pieten, Black Petes, companions to

  Saint Nicholas, would follow him everywhere, faces dark with make-up, curly black wigs, ruby lips, grinning in medieval costumes with ruff collars and feathered mob caps, handing out spicy sweets

  to every passing youngster they could find – and baffling foreign visitors who could scarcely believe their eyes.




  After 5 December Sinterklaas gave way to Christmas. The pepernoot and chocolate letters were replaced with kerststol and muskeikrans while the shop windows filled with

  pine boughs and fake snow.




  There’d been a time when Vos was a part of all this. When he’d had a family of his own. A partner, Liesbeth, a daughter Anneliese. The doll’s house case had stolen that from

  him completely.




  Vos bent down and smiled at his little dog. The white and tan fox terrier looked up into his face.




  ‘Can’t take you to work, old chap. Even on a day like this.’




  Sam detected something in the tone of his voice and narrowed his eyes, suspicious of what was to come.




  The lead came out. Sam’s head went down. Vos walked the dog to the cafe, handed him over along with a bag of dirty washing, another favour from the Drie Vaten’s owner, Sofia Albers.

  He tugged on the lead, struggling to return to the canal.




  Van der Berg and Laura Bakker watched in silence. Bakker was shaking her head again.




  ‘Well!’ Vos said when he was back at the boat. ‘Let’s go mingle. Tell you what . . . after the shift I’ll treat you both to dinner. I know an all-night

  place.’




  ‘You mean beer, crisps and free boiled eggs?’ Bakker asked.




  ‘No . . . real dinner. A restaurant.’




  ‘Somewhere they have a proper toilet? You know such places? Honestly?’




  ‘So long as it involves . . .’ Van der Berg’s hand made a glugging motion. ‘That’s fine with me. Oh dear . . .’




  He pointed at the sleepy bar, its black brick frontage set at an angle where Elandsgracht met the canal. Gulls were scavenging the rubbish on the cobbles. A couple of afternoon drunks queued

  patiently to drop their empty bottles in the glass bin. Next to them Sam was digging in his heels, refusing to go inside, and glaring back at the canal with an expression of heartfelt canine

  resentment.




  ‘Shame we can’t take him with us,’ Bakker suggested. ‘I mean . . . it’s Sinterklaas. It’s not as if anything bad’s going to happen.’




  Vos stared at her, said nothing, went to the dog and led him inside by the collar.




  Then came out and looked down the length of Prinsengracht.




  ‘Don’t you read the papers?’ Van der Berg asked. ‘They said there might be a protest about Zwarte Piet. People think it’s racist or something.

  Disrespectful.’




  One of them was marching up their side of Prinsengracht as he spoke. Tall, burly with a huge Afro wig, all exaggerated curls. Shiny scarlet costume, silly hat. Blackened face, ruby lips.

  Beaming, happy as a child, carrying a brown bag and a long-handled fishing net to reach the crowds.




  ‘It is disrespectful,’ Bakker complained. ‘This is the twenty-first century for pity’s sake.’




  Van der Berg folded his arms and started on the lecture Vos had heard so many times. The other side of the argument.




  ‘It’s tradition,’ he concluded.




  ‘So was hanging. And bear-baiting.’




  ‘Young lady . . .’




  Vos closed his eyes, unable to think of a single phrase more calculated to infuriate the bright and awkward detective from Friesland.




  Then the Black Pete heard the commotion, spotted her, scuttled across the cobbles, bowed graciously, said how pretty she looked, placed a handful of small biscuits in his fishing net and

  gingerly extended them towards her.




  Bakker stopped mid-rant, grinned and took a few. Preened herself as the man in the bright costume paid her more compliments.




  ‘Now you be a good girl,’ he added as he wandered off down the street. ‘Or Sinterklaas will know.’




  ‘I love these things,’ she said, stuffing a spicy pepernoot into her mouth with a half-guilty giggle.




  ‘So do I,’ Van der Berg told her, eyeing the two left in her hand.




  Bakker ignored him.




  ‘Where do you stand, then?’ she asked turning her steady gaze on Vos. ‘When it comes to grown men blacking up for Sinterklaas?’ She nodded at Van der Berg. ‘With

  him? Or me?’




  Sam was at the window of the bar, one paw scratching at the pane, wagging his tail in forlorn hope.




  ‘Out with it,’ Bakker added.




  ‘I think,’ Vos answered, watching the Black Pete skip merrily up the canal, ‘it’s time we went to work.’




  Another Black Pete, short this time and tubby. Ginger beard sticky with black make-up. The wig was on sideways, too shiny, brand new. Scared eyes looking everywhere as he

  listened to the growing racket of the crowd shuffling down the street.




  The stuff was where they said they’d leave it, in the third rubbish skip from the back of a narrow dead-end alley. A blue one, just like they said.




  Two handguns. Two knives. Three grenades. A length of rope. Some pieces of fabric that could double as gags or blindfolds. Five thousand euros in a bundle and a counterfeit Belgian passport with

  the photo taken in a booth at Centraal station two days before.




  A single sheet of paper with lines of printed instructions. What to do. What to look out for. Where to go.




  Born in the north of England. Radicalized after a spell in prison for a drunken burglary. When he came out he grew a scrappy beard, put on the long robe. Yelled at funeral processions for dead

  soldiers killed in Afghanistan. Went to the right preachers. Learned how to bellow slogans while he stabbed at a camera with his forefinger.




  After he changed his name to Mujahied Bouali even his mother, a nurse, widowed when he was four years old, ceased to want to know him. Which was fine. He did what he was told, and finally the

  call came. Not Syria or Somalia as he expected. But Amsterdam, under the wing of a new master. A stern and autocratic man who drilled into him something he’d known for a while but never

  wanted to face.




  They were all his enemies now. Every unbeliever. There was no middle ground. No such thing as a civilian. The decadent unthinking herds sat back and watched as the world fell to pieces.




  There were the righteous and the damned. Nothing in between.




  Alongside the money was a photo of a young girl in a pink jacket. A fresh page of instructions to be memorized then disposed of.




  He read them carefully, took a good look at the picture. It looked as if it had been snatched furtively in the street. He wondered for a moment what her name was. Then realized it didn’t

  matter.




  After that he placed the guns, the knives, the rope, the lengths of fabric and the grenades inside his red velvet bag alongside the sweets.




  Christian sweets. But food knew no faith.




  He picked one out, tasted it. Good, he thought. And that was probably down to the spices they stole from the east.




  Bag slung round his shoulder he walked out into the street. The costume they’d given him was bright green, too loose, with a brown beret topped with a bright-pink feather.




  Any other time he’d have felt a fool. Not now.




  The Kuyper house was ten minutes by bike from Vos’s houseboat, in a busier, more affluent quarter of the city beyond the Jordaan. Four centuries old, narrow, with four

  floors beneath a tiny crow-stepped gable, it stood on the street called the Herenmarkt to the side of the West-Indisch Huis, once headquarters to the Dutch West India Company. The location always

  amused Henk Kuyper. In the courtyard of the grand mansion was a statue of Peter Stuyvesant, seventeenth-century governor of the Dutch state called New Netherlands. The aristocrat who lost the

  colony to the British, handing over the tip of Manhattan he called New Amsterdam only to see it rechristened New York.




  Between sessions on the computer and web chats with his many contacts across the world, Kuyper would sometimes walk down into the little square and take a coffee there, stare at the grim

  features of the man who gave away the New World’s most important foothold and wonder what he’d make of the twenty-first century. Stuyvesant’s early fortifications in America were

  now Wall Street; his canal became Broad Street and Broadway. The man they called ‘Old Silver Leg’ for his prosthetic limb lay buried in the vault of a church in Manhattan’s Bowery

  – once his bouwerij, a farm – on the site of the former family chapel. Kuyper had wandered there during the Occupy Wall Street protests and camped nearby for a while.

  He’d stared at the plain stone plaque in the west wall that marked the old man’s resting place, thinking about the distance from there to here.




  Yet for most of the citizens of the twenty-first century Peter Stuyvesant was nothing more than a brand of cigarette. Such was history.




  ‘Henk!’ His wife’s voice rose from the floor below, shrill and anxious. She always struggled with occasions. ‘We’re ready. Are you coming or not?’




  ‘Not,’ he whispered to the busy screen.




  Sunday and the contacts never ended. There were seven emails in his inbox. Two from The Hague. Two from America. Three from the Middle East.




  He heard her stomping up the stairs. Kuyper’s office was in the building’s gable roof beneath the crow steps. Tiny with a view out onto the cobbled street and the children’s

  playground that occupied the open space behind the West-Indisch Huis. The pulley winch above the windows was principally decorative now, but it had probably sat there for three centuries at least.

  He liked this room. It was private, cut off from the rest of the house. A place he could think.




  ‘Are . . . you . . . coming . . . ?’




  She stood in the doorway wearing a too-short winter coat, hand on the lintel, Saskia by her side. Renata Kuyper was Belgian, from Bruges. They met when he was on a mission to Kosovo one

  scorching summer. She was a student on a research project, pretty with short brunette hair and an animated, nervy manner. It was a brief and passionate courtship conducted in hot hotel rooms that

  smelled of cedar wood and her scent. Outside the Balkan world was slowly rebuilding itself from the nightmare of civil war.




  Henk Kuyper barely noticed. They were in love, desperately so. Then, in the middle of that frantic summer, her widowed father died suddenly. The news came in a phone call while they were in bed.

  After that she clung to Henk. Within the space of three months they were married. Another three months back in Amsterdam, Renata pregnant, trying to come to terms with the idea of being a wife and

  mother in a bustling, unfamiliar city where she had no friends.




  ‘Are you coming, Daddy?’ Saskia repeated.




  Eight years old, nine in January. Pretty much the picture of her mother. Narrow pale face. High cheekbones. Blonde hair that would one day turn brunette like Renata’s. Eyes as blue and

  sharp as sapphires. Didn’t smile so much which was like her mother too. But that was the family now.




  ‘Thing is, darling . . .’ He got up from the desk and crouched in front of her, touched her carefully brushed hair. It was important to look your best when you met Sinterklaas and

  his little black imps. ‘Daddy’s got work to do.’




  On paper Kuyper was a consultant in environmental affairs. His speciality was ground pollution issues, a subject he’d studied at university. Sometimes in person, he travelled to

  assignments mostly in Third World countries, a few of them perilous. But that was just a job. Words to put on a business card. He spent at least half his time anonymous on the Net, offering advice

  in activist forums on everything from fracking to biofuels and genetically modified crops. Attacking those in industry and on the right. Starting bush fires in some places. Putting them out in

  others. Always under the same anonymous online identity, one he’d picked deliberately: Stuyvesant. He even used a portrait of the old man as his avatar.




  Saskia came up to him at the desk, a big pout on her face.




  ‘Don’t you want to see Sinterklaas at all?’




  He just smiled.




  She started to count on her gloved fingers.




  ‘You missed him on the boat. You missed him when he was riding his horse . . .’




  His wife was staring at him.




  ‘You can stop saving the world, Henk. For one day. Be with your family.’




  Kuyper pushed back his glasses and sighed. Then pointed at the computer.




  ‘Besides . . . you know I’m not good with all those people around. Crowds . . .’ He touched his daughter’s cheek. ‘Daddy doesn’t like them.’




  The little girl stamped her feet and wrapped her skinny arms around herself, tight against the bright-pink jacket he’d bought her the week before. My Little Pony. Her favourite from the

  books and the TV. He reached out and squeezed her elbow.




  ‘Sinterklaas came early and brought you that, didn’t he?’




  ‘No.’ The pout got bigger. ‘You did.’




  ‘Maybe I’m Black Pete. In disguise.’ He gestured at the door. ‘Go on. Tonight we can have pizza. I’ll make it up. Promise.’




  He listened as they made their way down the narrow staircase. One set of footsteps heavy, one light. Then he rolled his chair to the window and looked out into the street. His wife was pushing

  the expensive cargo trike he’d bought them. Orange. The colour of the Netherlands. She climbed on the saddle. Saskia parked herself in the cushioned kid’s area at the front she called

  the ‘bucket’.




  His phone went. The call didn’t take more than a minute.




  Across the road he saw his first Black Pete. There’d be hundreds roaming the city, baffling every foreigner who stumbled upon them. Anyone could hire the costume, find some make-up and

  scarlet lipstick. Put on the stupid wig, the frilly jacket, the colourful trousers, the gold earrings. Then buy a bag of sweets from a local shop and hand them out to anyone they felt like.




  Online some of his contacts had whined about them. How they were racist stereotypes. Kuyper had done what he liked to do on the web: put people right. Black Pete probably had nothing to do with

  Africa. The idea stemmed from an older, darker tradition rooted in something more mysterious than mere geography. One theory was they represented devils, enslaved by Saint Nicholas in the name of

  good.




  He wasn’t entirely sure any of this was accurate. But he liked to correct people all the same.




  As he watched a second colourful figure emerged from the side of the Herenmarkt. It looked as if this one had been hiding behind the children’s slides there. Waiting for someone.




  Saskia waved and shouted something. He could hear her excited cry rise up from the cobbled street.




  The new one wore dark green, a brown cap, pink feather in it. He didn’t smile at all.




  If he heard the girl Black Pete didn’t show it. He pushed a rusty bike along the street then walked inside the ancient iron pissoir that stood at the end of Herenmarkt by the bridge that

  led over the Brouwersgracht into the city.




  Kids don’t always get what they ask for, Henk Kuyper told himself. And went back to his messages.




  By the time they got to Leidseplein and the climax of the parade Bakker was very glad they hadn’t brought Sam. She was a country girl from Dokkum, in Amsterdam only since

  the spring. Back home she’d watched the Sinterklaas parade on TV once or twice. Nothing prepared her for the reality.




  The city had turned into a single, happy throng of humanity. From the waterfront to the centre the masses stretched, then out to the museums and the Canal Ring. Old and young with glitter and

  decorations in their hair. Fathers with toddlers perched on their shoulders. Mothers holding up tiny babies too young to understand what the noise and colour were all about. Everyone fighting for a

  glimpse of Sinterklaas himself, a red-robed figure astride a tall white horse moving down Rokin, waving to the crowds.




  Vos and Van der Berg must have worked this day countless times. They knew where to stand, what to do. Listen to the radio mostly, stay at the edge of the multitude. Watch for pickpockets, drunks

  and doped-up pests. Then carefully weed them out of the equation.




  One light-fingered Black Pete was already in custody, lifted by Van der Berg with extraordinary delicacy as the man tried to wriggle the wallet out of the back pocket of a man fool enough to

  wear nothing but a sweatshirt and jeans for the day. They’d been more generous towards the beer-filled fools who were making genial nuisances of themselves. A quick nod from Van der Berg, a

  backup word from Vos, a filthy glance from Bakker and the idiots were on their way.




  Uniformed officers were handling the visible side of the police operation – guiding people into the allotted areas, keeping them back from the route the Sinterklaas parade was taking

  through the heart of Amsterdam. It was containment, not control. Three hundred thousand people . . . no police force in the world could hope to do more.




  They’d now followed the parade on its last loop, to Leidseplein. It was twenty past three. In ten minutes Sinterklaas would be here, to be welcomed by the mayor. Then at four he’d

  address the children of the city from the theatre balcony and after that everyone would begin to go their own way, to the hot dog stands, the sweet stalls and the shops. Then finally, satisfied, to

  home.




  Vos and Van der Berg were talking cheerily to a man in a clown costume who could barely stand, telling him to go home and lie down.




  A meal with these two men. Usually they seemed to live off bar snacks and beer. She couldn’t imagine what Vos meant by ‘proper dinner’. Or what kind of restaurant he liked. It

  was seven months since they met during the doll’s house case. She was now a full member of his plain-clothes team. They were close somehow. As much friends as colleagues. Vos did that to

  everyone. She felt sorry for him. In a way, she suspected, he felt sorry for her as a solitary young woman from outside town with few friends in Amsterdam.




  Fewer than he knew. None, if she was honest.




  She was starting to wonder where she’d spend Christmas – in Amsterdam or home in Dokkum – when she heard a rising angry voice behind and turned to look. A tall woman in an

  expensive-looking, fashionable coat was berating a uniformed female officer about something, her right hand clinging tightly to a bored-looking young girl in a bright-pink jacket with ponies on

  it.




  Bakker ambled over, flashed her ID, smiled and offered to help.




  ‘Why won’t you listen to me?’ the woman said, getting madder by the second. ‘There’s something wrong here.’




  Oude Nieuwstraat was a five-minute walk from the Kuypers’ house in Herenmarkt. A narrow, ancient lane behind the Singel canal. Hanna Bublik, just nine months in the city

  after fleeing Georgia, lived there with her eight-year-old daughter Natalya in the gable room on the top floor of a narrow terrace building near Lijnbaanssteeg. Their home was scarcely bigger than

  Henk Kuyper’s office, two single beds, a bathroom and toilet shared with a young Filipina woman, Chantal Santos, who lived on the floor below.




  At first glance during the day it seemed a pedestrian street much like any other in Amsterdam: locked-up bikes, a corner grocer, a couple of coffee shops, some adult stores. Around the corner in

  Spuistraat you could eat Thai, sign up for Scientology, catch a tram or walk to the city museum. But there were too many large, blank windows in Oude Nieuwstraat for it to be a normal part of the

  city. The authorities had designated this the Singelgebied, a second red-light district after the larger De Wallen. Cheaper, more often used by a few locals. Plenty of cabins for rent.




  Hanna knew the afternoon was going to be taken up with Sinterklaas. So, eager to make what money she could, she’d left her daughter with the Santos girl that morning and chanced on a few

  hours in the nearest free unit she could find.




  Two customers. One Danish, one from London. Quick, easy, casual business. After costs she was seventy euros in pocket. Enough to see Natalya through the afternoon.




  This year, starting with Sinterklaas, she’d know a happy Christmas. That was a promise Hanna had made herself. Natalya was just a baby when the Russians and the Ossetians entered their

  home city of Gori during the brief South Ossetia war. Her husband, Natalya’s father, died in the fighting. He was a baker from a village near the border. His relatives didn’t want to

  know his Georgian wife and child when he was dead. Her own family, who’d never liked the idea she’d married an Ossetian, felt the same way. Poverty and desperation finally drove her

  west, hitching with her daughter across Europe. Finally doing what it took to keep them in food.




  ‘Mum,’ Natalya said, trying on her new jacket. ‘Where’d you get this?’




  Pink. My Little Pony patterns on the fabric. Natalya was growing. Asking questions. Starting to understand things. The Dutch authorities treated them with respect. She was going to a good

  school, quickly learning the language, English too. But still they lived in a tiny room on the top of a building in the middle of a red-light district while Hanna worked afternoons and nights, six

  days a week usually.




  ‘I found it. Maybe some rich people didn’t like it.’ A smile. ‘Do you?’




  The little girl beamed back. Blonde hair. Pale, smart face. Children were shaped by the world they experienced. In her eight years Natalya Bublik had lost an adoring father, her home, been

  rejected by both sides of her family, seen her mother reduced to prostitution on the road.




  She knew a lie when she heard it. Knew when to ignore it too.




  Natalya hugged the jacket, the most expensive piece of clothing she’d ever had. In six months it would be too small for her. Her mother would be wondering how to earn the money to replace

  the thing.




  There was an easier answer beckoning. Chantal Santos kept pushing it at her. Stop working the cabins alone, as a freelance. Sign up with the Turk who had connections throughout the area. Cem

  Yilmaz, a big, muscular hulk with a fancy apartment near Dam Square and a route into all the high-class escort services in town. Yilmaz controlled much of the top end of the sex trade. Through the

  Santos girl he’d promised he could double the amount she earned, for half the time on her back or on her knees.




  ‘Let’s go, Mum,’ Natalya said and took her mother’s hand.




  First winter in Amsterdam. She was a good mother, had done her research. Natalya had to remember this forever. They’d walk out into the busy streets, watch Saint Nicholas ride through the

  city on horseback. Listen to him address the children from the balcony of the theatre in Leidseplein. Then eat chips and mayonnaise together, giggle like two little girls. And, finally, go back to

  the gable room in Oude Nieuwstraat where Hanna would tuck Natalya into the little bed then find a free cabin for the night, strip down to her bra and pants, sit on the stool at the window, wait for

  a customer. Answer the bell. Negotiate the fee. Open the door. Shut the curtains. Close her mind. Get the job done. Wait for the next one.




  Chantal caught them on the stairs. Natalya’s head went down at the sight of her. The two didn’t get on. It was understandable. The Filipina kid didn’t try to hide what she did.

  She was proud of her dark, alluring looks, boasted of the money they brought in. Sometimes Hanna Bublik had no choice but to leave her daughter alone with this young woman.




  ‘Wait in the hall,’ she said and watched the pink jacket bob down the stairs.




  ‘He’s been on at me again,’ the girl told her when Natalya was gone.




  ‘Yilmaz?’




  ‘Cem.’




  She was wearing a skimpy T-shirt, what looked like a bikini underneath. Hanna wondered how this kid would feel the day she realized she was getting old.




  ‘I don’t want to work for anyone. I told you.’




  ‘You work for someone every time you take off your pants. Don’t you?’




  Hanna reached out and touched the girl’s shoulder, turned it. The badge of ownership was there in her skin, bright-blue, crudely done. Two letters in a fancy script, the initials of his

  name, ‘CY’.




  ‘I don’t want any man’s tattoo on my back. Tell him thanks but no thanks.’




  ‘Didn’t hurt so much,’ Chantal grumbled.




  ‘It’s not about the pain,’ she said and wondered if this kid had any idea of the things she’d seen in her twenty-eight years.




  ‘Two thousand euros he gave me just for getting that.’ She tapped the blue scrawl. It was only a couple of weeks old. The sardonic smile dropped for a moment. ‘Gets worse if

  you hold out. And I don’t have to sit in some stupid window any more.’




  A voice rose from down the stairs.




  ‘Mum? Are we going?’




  Hanna Bublik forced herself to smile. She needed Chantal. Sometimes anyway.




  ‘Thanks for looking after Natalya this morning.’




  ‘Don’t work mornings,’ the girl said. ‘Don’t need to.’




  ‘Are you coming to meet Sinterklaas?’




  A grin. Quick and insincere.




  ‘Got a sugar daddy of my own to see, thanks. Cem fixed it.’




  There was something else she wanted to say.




  ‘Nat told me she has nightmares. About monsters. Something big and black. Coming for you two. Up the stairs.’




  ‘Natalya. Nightmares . . . ?’




  ‘Monsters in broad daylight.’ The Filipina girl laughed a little. ‘Kids . . .’




  ‘Have fun,’ Hanna said then walked downstairs and took her daughter by her hand out into Oude Nieuwstraat.




  She asked Natalya about the monsters. They’d turned up a year or two after Gori. She thought they’d left them behind in Georgia.




  The answer when it came didn’t amount to much. Chantal Santos, a dumb whore who was getting herself deep into something she didn’t understand, probably got more.




  ‘What did they look like?’ Hanna asked even though she knew the answer. Could picture them herself.




  Black demons full of smoke and thunder, fire in their guts, alongside sparks and tiny forks of lightning. The kind that had swarmed over Gori that bloody night the world collapsed around

  them.




  ‘The way they always do,’ her daughter replied in a small, sure voice and left it there.




  Hanna pulled her cheap black nylon anorak around her. It was cold out on the street.




  ‘There are no monsters,’ she said. ‘If there were I’d kill them.’




  Arms folded, as sceptical as the uniform woman beside her, Laura Bakker listened to the story of the woman called Renata Kuyper. Smartly dressed with neat brown hair, a narrow,

  anxious face and a Belgian accent. She and her daughter had ridden to the square in a cargo trike from the Herenmarkt, parked in a side street, watched the parade. All the way from home to

  Leidseplein a Black Pete had followed them on a rusty bike. Watching, not coming close. Not offering sweets. Just stalking.




  The uniform officer glanced at Bakker and rolled her eyes.




  ‘Why would he do that?’ Bakker asked as the band in front of the theatre struck up again with cheesy festive music.




  ‘How would I know?’




  There was a shrill and edgy air about her.




  ‘It’s Sinterklaas. We’ve got lots of Black Petes around,’ Bakker said. ‘Hundreds. Perhaps you saw more than one . . .’




  ‘He was on a bike. Following us. Watching us. He was wearing green . . .’




  ‘Lots of them wear green,’ the uniform woman cut in.




  ‘Look . . . look . . .’




  ‘Perhaps you and your daughter should go home,’ Bakker suggested. ‘You seem upset.’




  There was a roar from the square followed by frantic applause. Sinterklaas had appeared on his horse, surrounded by an army of Black Petes. Soon he’d be on the balcony and the crowd would

  go quiet for the ceremonial speeches.




  ‘There,’ the woman said. ‘There he is . . .’




  She was pointing at a green figure close by the entrance to one of the narrow side lanes, filled with tourist restaurants.




  With a short sigh Bakker turned to look, closely, the way she’d learned through working with Vos. He didn’t just see the world around him. The people in it. How they fitted into the

  narrow, sometimes chaotic streets of Amsterdam. He thought about them. Tried to imagine what brought these men and women here, and the story behind them.




  When she did that Bakker found she was interested in what she saw. The Black Pete was of medium height, blacked up, a large curly wig, green satin costume, mob cap, baggy trousers. He had a red

  sack that ought to be full of sweets to hand out to the kids. But he wasn’t doing that. It was as if the sack scarcely existed. He was looking round. Watching for something.




  This one didn’t have a rusty bike but he was wrong somehow.




  Vos and Van der Berg were still engaged with the drunk who looked ready to get punchy. Bakker told the woman and her daughter to stay with the uniform officer, then walked over to say hello.




  So many of these odd characters were around at that moment. There were even a couple abseiling down one of the buildings. Anyone who felt like getting the costume, handing out some sweets and

  having fun could lose themselves in the disguise.




  ‘There’s a woman who thinks you’re following her. I’m sure it’s just a mistake.’




  No response. Just two very white and angry eyes staring at her from beneath the shiny, curly wig.




  ‘Perhaps if you could show me some ID.’




  A grunt and then his gloved hands went beneath the loose elastic of the green trousers, fiddled around and came up with something she recognized straight away.




  It was the card for Koeman, another plain-clothes agent in Vos’s team.




  She looked him up and down and stifled a giggle. He folded his green arms and tapped his right foot on the pavement.




  ‘Is this work?’ she asked. ‘Or what you do off duty?’




  He was a miserable bastard at the best of times. It seemed a worthwhile question.




  ‘What do you think?’




  ‘I don’t know. That’s why I asked.’




  He closed his eyes for a moment.




  ‘I’m street surveillance.’




  She pointed to the woman who’d complained. Renata Kuyper was jabbing a finger at the uniformed officer again.




  ‘Did you follow her all the way here from Herenmarkt?’




  ‘No,’ he said with a sarcastic whine. ‘Why would I do that?’




  ‘She says a Black Pete did. He was wearing green.’




  Koeman reached into his bag and glumly offered her a spicy kruidnoot.




  The cheesy music had stopped which meant they could hear Renata Kuyper yelling at the top of her voice alongside the rising clamour of the crowd. Bakker glanced up at the theatre balcony.

  Sinterklaas was there, along with the mayor, marching towards the microphone.




  Something was missing.




  The girl in the pink jacket.




  Bakker strode quickly back. Koeman followed.




  ‘Henk! Henk!’ she was screaming into her phone. ‘For God’s sake where are you? Get down here, will you? Saskia just wandered off. . .’




  She stopped, glared at Koeman.




  ‘He’s a duty police officer,’ Bakker explained.




  The female cop was getting irate.




  ‘Like we said. It’s Sinterklaas. Kids go missing. We’ll find her for you. Jesus. You don’t need to make such a fuss.’




  The woman was still on the phone screaming at what Bakker could only assume was voicemail.




  ‘We’ll find her . . .’ Bakker repeated.




  The racket had attracted Pieter Vos’s attention. He patted the drunk on the back and sent him off towards the exit then wandered over. Vos and Van der Berg seemed to recognize Koeman

  immediately. Perhaps he did this every year.




  Bakker looked at them, radios in hand, alert, ready.




  ‘We’ve got a missing girl. Pink jacket.’ She turned to the woman. ‘Name?’




  Renata Kuyper gave up on the phone.




  ‘Saskia Kuyper. She’s only eight.’




  Very like her mother, Bakker remembered. The same strained, narrow, pale face.




  Vos nodded, introduced himself, was starting to explain how they had officers trained to deal with lost children throughout the square. Every year plenty went missing. They were always

  found.




  Then Sinterklaas was at the microphone. Gruff, hearty tones booming throughout Leidseplein.




  ‘Children of Amsterdam—’




  The first explosion boomed through the square, deep, loud, painful. Alongside the noise came a blinding light that left those close enough to witness it reeling, stumbling to their knees.




  A long, silent moment of shock followed. Then a frantic, high-pitched scream. The first of many.




  That evening, when Marnixstraat had time to catch breath, they would establish the outrage was nothing like as threatening as it had seemed at the time. The explosions came

  from flash grenades, frightening but largely harmless. A duty policeman suffered minor burns when he tried to remove one close to a party of children near the theatre. Seven spectators were treated

  in hospital for shock, concussion from the stampede that followed, and a couple of broken limbs.




  It could have been so much worse. But, like everyone else in Leidseplein that afternoon, Hanna Bublik and her young daughter Natalya knew none of this. All they saw was pandemonium. As

  Sinterklaas began to speak from the theatre balcony something streaked through the air, fell close to the front of the building, then exploded with a sudden flash and a roar of sound. Two more

  explosions followed and by then the square, packed with thousands of people, many of them young children, was beyond control.




  She’d seen warfare first hand in Gori. Knew what a grenade sounded like, recognized the bright blinding light and the deafening racket that followed straight after. When the third missile

  crashed into the crowded square there was only a grim determination beneath the familiar panic.




  Flee.




  Survive.




  Hide.




  Without a word she grabbed Natalya’s hand and dragged the girl close to her side, looked round. Saw a sea of terrified, puzzled faces. One moment Leidseplein was a placid mass of humanity.

  The next a howling mob. She barely knew this part of the city. Had no idea where to turn.




  Gori haunted her for a multitude of reasons. There she’d been young, innocent, afraid. While her husband prowled outside their cottage, gun in hand, swearing to protect his wife and baby,

  she’d cowered with Natalya in an attic, wondering how the world had come to this.




  All they wanted was security and a little money. The games the politicians played, setting cultures and languages against one another for their own private ends, meant nothing in the special,

  holy place called home. And here was the monster, tanks and soldiers, military vehicles, heavy weapons, circling the town, splitting it into two parties, victors and defeated joined by blood.




  When she escaped – barely – with her life and the tiny child in her arms, glimpsing only the mangled corpse of her husband near the lane that led to their modest home, she’d

  sworn she’d never cower again. Next time if the blackness fell she’d fight, make sure no one came near the ones she loved.




  In the mayhem of Leidseplein that meant one thing only: think of yourself and your child, no one else. Elbows jabbing, her left arm clutching Natalya’s pink jacket, she launched herself

  into the fray. There was a narrow lane behind them. Not so many people. The rest seemed to be racing towards the broader streets.




  Head down, cursing in a language none of them would understand, she made for the space away from the smoke and commotion in the square.




  You don’t apologize. You don’t make excuses.




  This was the world she knew, one that left her to survive on her own. And survive they would.




  Fighting, screaming, punching, kicking, Natalya clutched tight to her, she forced her way to the periphery of the square. Were there more explosions? She didn’t know. This wasn’t

  Gori. There were no bodies on the ground. No blood. Just fear and dread. That was enough.




  How long it took she’d no idea. Then the press of bodies around them eased. She found space to reach down and lift her daughter onto her chest, the way she did in Gori. A different child

  now. Natalya’s strong arms gripped her neck. Hanna struggled with her weight, battering their way through the diminishing crowd.




  Behind them sirens shrieked. People screamed. There were announcements over the PA system Sinterklaas himself had been using. Messages pleading for people to stay calm. To avoid trampling

  others. To wait for help to arrive.




  No one said that back in Georgia. For the simple reason that it never came.




  One last push and they were through. Breathless, head hurting, arms aching from the weight of her daughter, she got them free of the hubbub, carried Natalya to the little lane then stumbled into

  a blind, dark alley next to a kebab shop. Put her on the ground, touched her fair hair, wondered what to say.




  There was a look in her daughter’s eyes Hanna Bublik knew only too well. It wasn’t just fear. It was an angry, uncomprehending bafflement too, one that carried with it a question

  that would never be answered . . . why?




  ‘Mummy,’ she said in a small, frightened voice as they waited in the shadows.




  ‘We’re fine, sweetheart,’ Hanna said. ‘It’s over now. We stay here. Everything will be . . .’




  For some reason she couldn’t stop thinking of what Chantal Santos had said. They needed easy money. A better life than this. If it meant getting the name of a Turkish thug tattooed on her

  shoulder as a start maybe it was a small price to pay.




  The sirens were diminishing behind her. Perhaps it was all a nasty, cruel prank. No one was hurt. Amsterdam was the safe if fallen city she’d come to know.




  ‘Everything will be fine.’




  ‘Mummy.’ Natalya said again and the fear was still in her voice.




  Her mother looked. The girl wasn’t watching her. The arm of her strange pink jacket was extended behind, to somewhere Hanna couldn’t see.




  As she turned to look something green came into her vision. The pain followed. Then the blackness as the world revolved and she tumbled down to the hard, cold ground.




  There was a procedure for events like this. A set of responses patiently planned and rehearsed over the years. The emergency services were already moving into place, uniformed

  officers trying to shepherd people away from the vicinity of the blasts.




  Vos and Bakker had checked for injuries as best they could while Van der Berg, without a word, had taken off in the direction of the tram stop, the point from which the grenades seemed to

  originate.




  The Kuyper woman was growing ever more frantic. Between yelling for her daughter she shrieked down the phone trying to get hold of her husband.




  Bakker tried to console her. Vos said to leave it. Leidseplein was full of people who’d become separated from their family at that moment. They had other priorities: try to keep everyone

  safe.




  Renata Kuyper yelled a flurry of curses and started to march off into the mass ahead, head turning frantically side to side, calling her daughter’s name.




  Vos took hold of her arm and stopped her.




  ‘We’ll find your daughter. It’s best you stay here . . .’ Then her phone rang and she looked at the screen. Hope and fear and puzzlement on her face.




  ‘You don’t need that,’ the Black Pete said and took the phone from Saskia Kuyper’s fingers just as she pressed the shortcut for her mother.




  She blinked and said nothing. This man was a grown-up. He was supposed to know things. All the same he seemed nervous. More than she was maybe.




  ‘That’s what sets bombs off,’ he added. ‘Phone calls.’




  He put the handset in his pocket. His shiny green costume shone in the winter sun.




  Shivering in her pink My Little Pony jacket she looked at him and didn’t move. He’d found her beneath the theatre balcony, at the edge of the mayhem, staying clear.




  She’d never heard the world this loud. Had no idea where her mother was any more. All she’d done was wander forward, trying to catch sight of Sinterklaas on the balcony. Just

  managing a glimpse of a man in a red suit with a long white beard before the earth shook beneath her feet.




  ‘Your daddy wants to see you, Saskia. Your mummy too. I’ll take you there.’




  He had a brittle, foreign voice and spoke in English. The tone of it clashed with the black face, the ruby lips, the bright white teeth.




  She didn’t move. So he reached into his bag and held out a couple of sweets.




  ‘Come on,’ he said and she stared at the glittering objects in his white gloved hands.




  Daddy hated sweets. He said they were bad for your teeth. They’d rot your guts. Make you smell like the other kids.




  Saskia moved to take one. His fingers closed on hers. Not so tight she wanted to scream. Just enough so that she couldn’t let go.




  ‘I’ll show you where they are,’ he said and pointed towards the bridge over the canal.




  Prinsengracht. Her father sometimes went to an office there. She’d gone with him once. Sat in a small room on her own for hours while he did business.




  Perhaps . . .




  ‘Come on,’ he said again and tugged her hand.




  She didn’t move an inch. Dug the heels of her black patent-leather shoes hard into the pavement, leaned back to stop him. Then she stole into the jacket pocket of his green costume and

  snatched back the phone they’d given her for her eighth birthday. A cheap Samsung. Not the iPhone she’d asked for.




  Don’t spoil her.




  Mummy said that a lot.




  ‘I can call if I want,’ she told him and put her finger on the screen, held it there again. Just heard the engaged tone before he snatched the handset from her, took hold of her

  shoulder, dragged her through a baying crowd lost in itself.




  So much that no one noticed an eight-year-old girl shrieking and fighting as a figure in green pulled Saskia Kuyper out of the chaos of Leidseplein into the empty streets beyond.




  Just across the square, frantic in the milling crowd, her mother was still looking at the screen of her phone. Reluctant to answer the familiar ring she’d set up for him.




  But really she had no choice.




  ‘Henk,’ she said before he could speak. ‘We’re in Leidseplein. I need you here.’




  A pause then. He’d blame her for this. She could see the sour judgemental stare already.




  She had to say it anyway.




  ‘Saskia’s gone. I don’t know where.’




  Two minutes after the first explosion Frank de Groot, commissaris in Marnixstraat, called Vos and asked if he and his team were OK.




  ‘As far I can see,’ Vos told him. ‘What about casualties?’




  ‘Looks like they were fireworks,’ De Groot said. ‘From the monitors anyway. All the same . . .’




  ‘You’ve been watching?’




  There was a pause on the line then, ‘What do you think?’




  ‘Can you see who threw them?’




  ‘Someone in a Black Pete outfit. He was wearing green. Near the tram stop.’




  Exactly where Van der Berg had said.




  ‘Dirk’s on it,’ Vos said. ‘We’ll catch up with him. We had a woman saying she was followed by someone like that from the Herenmarkt. You might want to check the

  cameras. And send me a few more people—’




  ‘Wait, wait, wait,’ De Groot cut in. ‘This looks beyond us. Terrorism—’




  ‘Do terrorists throw fireworks?’ Vos wondered.




  The Kuyper woman was still arguing on the phone. There were tears in her eyes. Bakker was with her. This wasn’t the bomb outrage he first thought. No blood. Just lots of shocked and

  frightened people.




  Before De Groot could answer Vos added, ‘I’ve got parents here who can’t find their kids. You need to fix an assembly point.’




  ‘Yes, yes. But I don’t want you chasing anyone. AIVD are on it.’




  Vos wondered for a moment if he’d heard that correctly. AIVD were national intelligence and security. Not police. And the timing . . .




  ‘Already?’ he asked. ‘We’re three minutes in. Were they waiting or something?’




  ‘You did read the bulletin before you went out?’ De Groot asked. ‘They upped the terrorism threat to substantial. It’s all to do with that preacher they’ve got in

  custody. It said—’




  ‘I was thinking about Sinterklaas,’ Vos admitted. ‘Not terrorists.’




  ‘Yes. Well . . .’ De Groot was rarely hesitant by nature.




  ‘What do you want me to do, Frank?’




  ‘AIVD have got a couple of their senior people in Leidseplein.’




  ‘So they knew this might happen?’ Vos asked again.




  ‘One step at a time,’ De Groot answered testily. ‘The boss woman’s called Mirjam Fransen. If . . .’




  ‘What do you want me to do?’




  A long pause. Then De Groot said, ‘Whatever they ask. You really think we got lucky? No one’s hurt?’




  Vos looked round. The place was calming down. No more screaming. Just people trying to find their bearings. And their loved ones.




  ‘Seems that way. We need to clear this entire area.’ He remembered stories about past bomb blasts. Sometimes there was a false start to lure people somewhere more dangerous.

  ‘Who knows what else there could be around?’




  That long delay on the line again.




  ‘I said that,’ De Groot told him. ‘The AIVD woman overruled me. They don’t want a stampede. Everyone’s to leave steadily. Then they can get their people in

  there.’




  Vos nodded and found himself saying, almost to himself, ‘Does that feel right to you?’




  ‘Stay where you are. Do what you can. Wait to hear from me,’ De Groot told him and was gone.




  A tall man was walking towards them. Renata Kuyper stared at him, both grateful and wary. The two stood and looked at each other. He was thin in an expensive-looking winter coat. Business garb.

  Odd for Sunday. Early thirties, dark-rimmed glasses, dark hair, expressionless face.




  Vos went over. Bakker was trying to help.




  ‘Mr Kuyper?’ she asked.




  He nodded.




  ‘We’ll find your daughter,’ she added.




  He glanced sharply at his wife.




  ‘You’d better.’




  Van der Berg phoned from the far side of the square and said, ‘I thought I had him, Pieter.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘We’ve got AIVD here.’ There was an edge to his voice. No one much liked these people getting in the way. ‘They seem to think this is theirs.’




  Vos asked where exactly he was. Then got Bakker, told the Kuypers to stay with the uniform people. After that he thought for a second and called Van der Berg back.




  ‘Don’t start an argument without me,’ he said. ‘One minute and I’m there.’




  Down the back lane Hanna Bublik came to, head hurting, and found herself scrambling in the dirt. Her arm brushed her forehead. Pain there but no blood.




  She looked round anxiously. Nobody else in the little alley. No pink jacket. No quiet, worried young voice.




  As she stumbled to her feet the winter light from the street vanished and a shadow fell on her. Shiny green and a face blacked up, large wig, red lips, no smile. She remembered going down as

  Natalya started screaming . . .




  Got ready to fight.




  But then his hands were up and she realized: this Black Pete seemed different somehow. Deferential. There was something in his fingers. A police ID card and a name on it: Koeman.




  ‘Are you OK?’ he asked. ‘I’m a police officer.’ Then he stepped back, let the light fall on her. ‘What happened?’




  ‘Natalya . . .’




  She strode past him, walked into the square. Packed with people, more orderly than she remembered. The loudspeaker system Sinterklaas had used was urging everyone to leave the area slowly by

  whichever route looked easiest.




  ‘Someone hit me. Someone took my girl.’




  ‘Where are you from?’ he asked.




  It seemed a stupid, pointless question.




  ‘Does that matter? Can you understand me?’




  ‘Are . . . you . . . OK?’




  ‘Yes!’ she yelled, and added a few curses he’d never understand. ‘Where’s my daughter? Someone took her!’




  ‘We’ve got a million parents looking for their kids,’ the cop called Koeman snapped. ‘Some idiot let off some smoke bombs or something. Give me a name for her.’




  ‘Natalya.’




  He wiped his cheek with the sleeve of his green costume. The make-up started to come off. She could see a pale face emerge from underneath. He seemed tired. Confused. Angry.




  ‘Even better,’ Koeman said, ‘give me some ID.’




  Reluctantly, knowing this was going from bad to worse, she reached into her bag and handed over her passport. He stared at it.




  ‘Tourist?’




  ‘I live here. My daughter’s Natalya Bublik. She’s eight. When are you going to start looking for her?’




  He gave the passport back.




  ‘Got a job?’




  ‘Does that matter?’




  He looked her up and down. She knew that expression.




  ‘She’s eight—’




  ‘So you said,’ he interrupted, then pulled a notepad out of his green trousers and scribbled something on it. ‘I’ll pass on the name.’ He handed her the pad and

  pen. ‘Stay on the edge of the square. Keep listening to the announcements. There’ll be an assembly point for missing children . . .’




  She lost it then.




  ‘Some bastard hit me. Took my daughter.’ She jabbed the green jacket. ‘He was dressed like this. What are you . . . ?’




  ‘Or maybe she ran,’ the cop said. ‘Got scared.’ A shrug. ‘Lots of scared people today. Thousands of them. We’re dealing with it. Hanna . . .’




  The way he said her name she got the message. This man had priorities. And a suspect Georgian woman who’d lost her daughter wasn’t one of them.




  So she threw a few curses in his direction and went to look for Natalya herself.




  Van der Berg was by the tram stop getting angry. The crowds were dispersing. The medical teams were doing their job, which was a lot less than they’d expected.




  When Vos and Bakker turned up he was arguing with a sharp-faced woman in her mid-thirties with jet-black hair and a smart raincoat. Her immobile face had a tan that must have come from a

  salon’s lights.




  ‘He went down there,’ the detective insisted, jabbing a finger at Lijnbaansgracht, a narrow side street leading back towards the Melkweg arts centre.




  ‘We know,’ the woman said then held up a smart phone.




  Vos came up, introduced himself and Bakker. It was the Fransen woman from AIVD, the one De Groot had talked about. Somehow she already possessed combined footage from the cameras in the square.

  They watched as a Black Pete figure in a green costume extended his arm above the crowd and threw the first grenade. A puff of smoke from somewhere. Then two more.




  ‘Your job’s to keep order here,’ Mirjam Fransen told them. ‘Get people out of the square safely. See if you can match up some of these missing kids with their

  parents.’




  ‘If you need any help . . .’ Vos said.




  The giant phone rang. She took the call on an earpiece. It was short. Seemed to make her happy.




  ‘We don’t,’ the woman told him then marched straight into the crowd behind them, on towards Lijnbaansgracht.




  Running.




  He was never good at that, even before he changed his name.




  Sticky inside the green costume, aware his black make-up was starting to drip with sweat, he’d torn off the hot, uncomfortable wig then careered down the narrow street, back towards the

  place he’d picked up the hidden gear.




  The money was in his pocket. More than he’d ever known. But he’d no idea how to use it. How to spend his way out of Amsterdam. The man said he’d fix that. The man said

  he’d be there where the stuff was left. Should have been too. Bouali had done everything he’d asked. Thrown the grenades, though they seemed more like playthings than anything else.

  Snatched the girl just as they asked. Took her to the place they’d ringed on the map. Dealt with her there, trying not to ask himself what he was doing.




  But all there was in this grubby dark corner was rubbish and the odd rat. The hubbub from Leidseplein and the sporadic sound of a siren caterwauling around the square.




  Two minutes he waited. Then he stripped off the rest of the Black Pete outfit. Underneath he wore a white sweatshirt and jeans. The only possession left was the red bag meant for sweets. The

  money was in there. Incriminating evidence too. He took out the cash, the gun, the shells, walked to the water and threw the rest into the canal.




  For the last three nights they’d provided him with a room in a block for restaurant workers not far from Centraal station. Too dangerous to go back there now. He had his passport in the

  back of his jeans. His old English name. A photo from before.




  Maybe . . .




  The siren got closer. He couldn’t think straight.




  He put his head round the wall and looked back to Leidseplein.




  Then turned and started running again. A man with a shiny black face, the make-up dripping down onto his white T-shirt. Arms flailing. A gun tucked into his jeans. He fled uncertainly towards

  the narrow tangle of streets and lanes and canals that was the Jordaan.




  Henk Kuyper seemed content to do as the police asked. Stay near the theatre in Leidseplein watching the sullen, puzzled crowds disperse. Listen to the public address system

  calling for order. Promise his distraught wife everything would be fine. Everyone was safe.




  The assembly point for meeting lost family members was close by. After fifteen minutes there was still no sign of their daughter.




  His wife looked at him and said, ‘This isn’t my fault.’




  ‘Whose is it then?’ he wondered checking the square, eyes narrowed, scanning.




  ‘Why do you always blame me?’




  ‘I don’t.’




  ‘You could have come along, Henk. You could have been here. Maybe then . . .’




  The cold, sad stare silenced her. He always managed that when he wanted.




  She pulled out her phone. That morning, before she got worried about the Black Pete following them, she’d stopped the orange cargo trike on the canal near the open space by the Anne Frank

  house on the Prinsengracht. There she’d taken a picture of Saskia in the bucket seat at the front.




  Fair hair neatly combed. Eight years old in a pink jacket with ponies on it. Trying hard to smile against a crowd of bored tourists waiting to get into a museum dedicated to another lost

  child.




  But this wasn’t that dread world. Not an occupied Amsterdam, controlled by monsters. Thanks to Henk’s family money they were comfortable. Protected from the worst of the wrecked

  economy. His work brought him into conflict with his staid, patrician father. But Lucas Kuyper never staunched the flow of money. He was always there, a quiet, grey presence, ready to help when

  needed.




  The Kuyper name went back centuries, had its place in Amsterdam’s lists of minor nobility. It looked after its own and kept them close.




  ‘These things don’t happen to us,’ she told him, as if to convince herself.




  Then left him at the assembly point, clutching her phone in her hand. The picture of Saskia was still there: a tiny figure in a cargo bike. The pink jacket was too big for her. It wasn’t

  her style anyway. The only reason she wore it was because Henk came home with the thing saying it was a spur-of-the-moment purchase. A present for no good reason. He did that from time to time. He

  loved his daughter. More than he loved his wife.




  Hand out, phone in it, picture uppermost, Renata stumbled through the diminishing crowd, asking, pleading for someone to look at Saskia’s photo and tell her where her daughter might

  be.




  An image rose in her memory. Didn’t mothers around the world do this? In poorer places? The ones Henk thought he was helping? When a bomb exploded. Or snipers moved into nearby

  buildings.




  A mother. A lost child. Was there any difference between an upper-class Amsterdam wife and a refugee torn from her son or daughter?




  Henk would have something to say about that. A caustic comment that would tell her how stupid she was to think such a thing. Whatever she – they – believed society thought

  differently. The poor were poor. The rich were rich. And everyone in between seemed powerless to change a thing.




  He stayed with the other nervous parents. Waiting for this strange day to right itself. As if they’d pick up the cargo trike, put Saskia in the front and go home. Have supper together,

  make small talk as he opened the inevitable bottle of wine. Then he’d return to his little office in the gable roof to lose himself in the computer and all those people he knew around the

  world. Strangers to her yet closer to him than his own flesh and blood.




  She stumbled coming off the pavement into the square. A hand came out to steady her. She looked, recoiled. The Black Pete costume. Red this time. The same black face again.




  Renata pulled herself away from him, showed the phone. A shake of the comic head.




  Then she lurched on. Stopped everyone she could find. Aware that this was stupid. Irrational would be Henk’s word. Unthinking. Unproductive. But what else was there to do?




  After a couple of minutes she’d crossed the square. Looking back the crowds were working their way out in neat lines. The announcements over the loudspeakers seemed less frantic. Full of

  encouragement, words of comfort. Calling the lost to a single assembly point. Close to the place where Henk had stayed.




  Hand out, mind blank. No sight of Saskia anywhere. Then a shadow fell across the phone and a hand reached out for it.




  A woman about her age. Harder-faced. Lean in a cheap nylon jerkin and black jeans. A desperation in her eyes Renata thought she recognized.




  ‘You’ve seen her?’ she asked the woman.




  A stream of words. Foreign. Incomprehensible. The hand went out for the phone again and Renata thought: wrong time, wrong place for a mugging. Amsterdam in chaos and all this foreign bitch wants

  to do is steal a phone with a photo of a young girl on the screen. Smiling in a pink jacket.




  She jerked the handset away, stepped back, stared at her. As if she should have known.




  Not now. Not with a child missing.




  The woman grabbed her arm, the phone with it, put the screen close to her face, stared at the picture there.




  Then let go, what sounded like a foreign curse on her breath, looked at her, shook her head and shuffled away into the crowd, shoulders bent, tears in her eyes.




  The phone rang. Henk’s number.




  ‘I’ve got her,’ he said, nothing more.




  Vos was the first to see them. A group of masked men in black, hooded, armed, racing to the corner of the square, back towards the Melkweg. AIVD officers, he assumed.




  He didn’t care De Groot had told them to stay put. This was his city. His people. Men in masks had no place in it.




  Koeman was wiping the last of the black make-up from his face, moaning as usual. About what a mess this whole thing was. How people – the police too – didn’t know what to

  do.




  ‘Dirk,’ Vos told Van der Berg. ‘You deal with things here.’ He glanced at Bakker and Koeman, told them to follow him, then pushed through the line of families queuing to

  get out of the square, kept on until they were clear, looking down the narrow alley that led to the music venue. The men were past the place already, running by the grey buildings in Raamplein,

  chasing a distant figure who kept looking back as he stumbled across the bridge ahead.




  A man in a white T-shirt and jeans. Black face like Koeman’s.




  Vos set up a jog. Best he could manage. Bakker was younger, fitter than the rest of them. As he watched she broke into a run, long legs, long arms pumping, red hair flying back behind her.




  ‘They’ve got weapons,’ Vos yelled, knowing it was pointless to tell her to keep back.




  ‘Me too,’ she cried, turning, patting her jacket. And then she was over the gentle rise of the bridge, heavy feet so loud on the cobbles the noise sent a small gaggle of coots on the

  water flying and flapping away in sudden fear.
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She knew they would come for her.
How long can she wait?






